The term interlanguage can be used to refer both to the object of investigation, i. e. learners' L2 competences as instantiated in their linguistic productions, or to an approach to investigating such competences and describing such productions. In this second sense, it has major implications for both research and teaching, as it involves treating learners' utterances as being based on separate linguistic systems, which need to be described in their own right, with no reference to other languages, including the L2. The didactic consequences of the interlanguage approach include, among other things, a different attitude towards errors, greater learners' autonomy and a focus on linguistic experimentation and hypotheses-testing. The article reports on a project that applied these principles in some Italian primary schools. Pupils worked in groups to produce long, complex and well-organized written texts retelling a silent movie. Data collected at the beginning and end of the school year reveal that these experimental classes outperformed control classes on a number of dimensions, including group cohesion and motivation, text quality assessed with rating scales, and objective measures like text length, number of idea units, use of punctuation and cohesive devices. It is argued that interlanguage analysis and the interlanguage approach should become an integral part of teacher training in all areas of language education.
Interlanguage as object and interlanguage as an approach
If the success of a construct is to be judged by its dissemination in the academic community, there is no doubt that interlanguage has had a considerable impact in second language acquisition (SLA) research: it is found in thousands of articles and in all textbooks and introductory courses to the field. The success of a construct, however, can also be measured by its ability to be extended to new areas and to generate new research programs and new practical applications. In this article, I would like to show how the notion of interlanguage can have an impact in areas for which it had not been initially conceived, such as language teaching and language education in general. Selinker (1972: 214) defines interlanguage as "a separate linguistic system based on the observable output that results from a learner's attempted production of TL [target language] norms", a definition that has been echoed in all subsequent formulations. However, it is important to distinguish two fundamental uses of the word interlanguage, which I will call interlanguage as object and interlanguage as an approach.
To treat interlanguage as an object means employing the term interlanguage to describe the object we are dealing with. From this point of view, it is simply a terminological innovation to name L2 learners' productions, which in itself does not involve any radical transformation of analytic practices.
Much more difficult, on the other hand, is to consistently follow an interlanguage approach, that is, to develop a research program that takes seriously the notion of a separate linguistic system. "Interlanguage must be analyzed in its own terms, independently of not only the target language but also of the native language. Although rarely carried out, this motif has been implicated in the Interlanguage Hypothesis from the beginning" (Lakshmanan and Selinker 2001: 408) . Following this approach in a coherent way implies, among other things, using the methods of contemporary linguistics to describe interlanguages as real languages, which has a number of methodological consequences. 1. Interlanguages, like all linguistic systems, must be described in their own, internal, terms, with no reference to other languages. At least from Boas onward, we know that one cannot describe a language in terms of what it has or it lacks with respect to other languages, whether Latin, English or any other. It is possible to create a set of descriptive categories as general and neutral as possible, allowing for the description and comparison of different languages, but each language must be represented in its own terms, looking at the distinctions that are pertinent to it. This is the basic distinction between an "etic" and an "emic" approach, to use Pike's (1954) terms, but neither alternative consists in describing a language by reference to another. Strictly speaking, following De Saussure's fundamental insight underlying modern linguistics, a linguistic system should not be described even by referring to the linguistic systems from which it is historically derived, thus marking a clear distinction between synchronic and diachronic analysis.
All this implies characterizing linguistic systems in positive terms, based on
what is present and not what is missing. It makes no sense to describe English by saying that "it has no case marking on nouns" or that "it has no classifiers". 3. Lastly, following Sapir and the Prague School, a language is essentially a system of forms realizing cognitive and communicative functions, a theme reiterated by Selinker (1972: 210) when he stated that the fundamental data for interlanguage description are "meaningful performance in a second language".
It is complicated enough, and it is the essence of linguistic fieldwork, to rigorously apply these principles to a language used by a relatively homogeneous community of speakers, who pass it from generation to generation. As regards interlanguages, the task seems almost impossible. While it may be easy to state that an interlanguage is a separate linguistic system, with its rules and regularities, it is much harder to exhaustively list these rules and regularities. This is more of an ideal, a program, than a concrete possibility: in order to describe a learner's system (his langue) it would take hundreds of hours of observation in many different contexts (acts of parole), but the observation and time would change the subject, so that between the first and the last sample she would no longer be the same. In addition, interlanguages often have a strong variability, and it is difficult to exactly determine what is "regular". Each reconstruction of an interlanguage is therefore partial, limited, an approximation to the system, so that it is more realistic to try and systematically study only a few parts of the interlinguistic system, with targeted investigations about specific areas (Gass and Selinker 2013: 22) . In addition, it is well known that an interlanguage is essentially individual: after studying several individual interlanguage systems, one may state what they have in common, but one cannot start by saying "I am going to study the interlinguistic system of a group of 100 people", as if one were to study the language of 100 informants from the same village, who form a linguistic community. Many of the first SLA studies followed what we have called an interlanguage approach. Among the best known, one can cite Huebner (1983) , who sought to reconstruct the strategies by which an L2 English speaker expressed topicality and definiteness, or the developmental sequences of interrogative and negative clauses discovered by Cancino et al. (1978) , that included several stages in which productions exhibit systematic regularities not following any L2 rules. The Basic Variety research program (Klein and Perdue 1997 ) also attempted to reconstruct, with a functional-typological approach, the logic of interlanguages in their early stages. More recently, Bardovi-Harlig's research (2014) exemplifies the interlanguage approach applied to the expression of temporality or certain pragmatic functions. Pienemann (1998: 159) also discusses how, on a methodological level, empirical evidence for testing Processability Theory should rely on an analytical procedure deemed "factorization". This consists in a systematic analysis of formfunction mappings, so that the emergence of a certain procedure is determined by the presence of these systematic relationships, regardless of whether they lead to realizations conforming to TL rules.
Studies that may use the term interlanguage, but treat it as a research object without following the interlanguage approach, are all those where learners' productions are described by reference to another linguistic system, in particular the TL. This category includes for instance the first morpheme studies, describing the acquisition of certain linguistic structures based on their 90 % suppliance in obligatory contexts (Dulay et al. 1982) , or research making reference to a notion like target-like use (TLU, Pica 1984) . This tradition continues in more recent times with CAF research, at least as far as the "accuracy" variable is concerned. This can be operationalized in many ways (see e. g. Wolfe-Quintero et al. 1998 ), but they all refer to a (mis)match between learners' productions and L2 rules. The "contrastive interlanguage analysis" (Granger et al. 2002) , typical of many studies on language learners' corpora, is also based on a systematic comparison between what learners produce and what they should have produced according to L2 rules. More generally, every time an interlinguistic phenomenon is characterized in terms of "simplification", "omission" or "overgeneralization", it is described in terms of another system. I am not saying that these approaches are necessarily wrong or misleading. From a teaching point of view, for instance, it may be useful to describe learners' interlanguages, especially the more advanced ones (Norris and Ortega 2003) , in terms of what they lack to become target-like, which for many students, and for their teachers, is an important and legitimate goal. The results of an experimental treatment that aimed at reducing the gap between learners' productions and an external model, too, can be described in terms of the distance of such productions from the model. However, these methodologies observe interlanguage as an object -while they may refer to it with the term interlanguage, they do not follow an interlanguage approach.
It should be emphasized that the dichotomy "interlanguage as object/as an approach" we are talking about refers solely to the description of interlinguistic systems, not to their explanation. Describing an interlanguage -its structure, its functioning -in terms of another is committing the "comparative fallacy" (BleyVroman 1983; Lakshmanan and Selinker 2001) and is at odds with the interlanguage approach to interlanguage description. On the other hand, this approach is entirely compatible with an explanation of interlanguage making reference to other languages. Having described how an interlinguistic system works, some of its features can be explained by looking at the TL (which is what learners orient to and what supplies the primary material, i. e. the input), the L1 or other known languages (which can contribute to hypotheses formation), and general cognitive processes not related to any particular language. All of these potential explanatory factors, that have been the subject of a great number of studies over the past decades, were already clearly outlined in Selinker (1972) .
The impact of the interlanguage notion on teaching
With respect to language teaching, too, the term interlanguage can be used both as a descriptive label and to denote a methodological approach. From the first point of view, interlanguage simply becomes a new way of calling the competences behind learners' production and comprehension processes. Some textbooks or teacher training courses may mention the term interlanguage and present research results showing that certain structures are acquired in a given order. These results, however, must be applied with caution, as they cannot be directly interpreted as indications for the construction of a grammatical syllabus, prescribing the order in which linguistic structures should be "taught". In fact, as we have seen, acquisition sequences do not consist of a series of L2 rules added one after the other, but often involve stages in which learners do exhibit some regular patterns, which however do not correspond to any L2 rule. In these cases, translation into a syllabus becomes problematic: for example, a structure such as I no can swim belongs to a well-known developmental sequence for negation in L2 English, but it is unclear whether and how it should enter a grammatical syllabus. The strongest and least obvious impact of interlanguage research on teaching consists in the application of an interlanguage approach. This means training teachers to observe learners and their productions with a different look, by seeing L2 acquisition from the learners' point of view. Saying that the learner needs to be at the center is not new: it is a theme running through the whole of twentieth century pedagogy, and is repeated in many language teaching manuals. This statement, however, is likely to remain an abstract profession, a sentence to be repeated at any time but with no significant departures from traditional teacher-centered didactics, which is still widespread in so many educational contexts. The interlanguage approach is a concrete way to change practices and make teaching truly learner-centered. From this point of view, it is also a way to implement communicative language teaching, which is also often mentioned by teachers and textbooks, but rarely fully realized in everyday practice. The interlanguage approach fits perfectly into a communicative orientation to language teaching, and should be the first step in the training of teachers who intend to follow it.
In order to apply the interlanguage approach, the first thing to do is to exercise teachers' look. They must learn to understand the acquisition process from the learners' point of view, who have at their disposal at the very least the input, their cognitive resources and a social context. In instructional settings, there may also be moments of controlled practice, explicit explanations, and corrective feedback, but these are only aids that can facilitate the basic procedure, which remains to process linguistic input through a cognitive system and within a social context.
If these are the basic resources available to learners, seeing language learning from their point of view means describing what they do by referring to these resources, that is, identifying regularities and explaining them based on these resources. The fundamental question is "Why did you do this? Based on what inputs and social and cognitive processes did you come to produce this sentence?" The learner starts with a communicative function, and tries to build the best form to express it. The concept of error is completely irrelevant in this perspective: the learner does not know she is making errors (otherwise she would not make them), and certainly does not want to produce them. Interlanguage productions are always in good faith, they are English, Italian, Russian "according to me", which means that, from the learner's point of view, they are the best possible version of the L2.
Training teachers in the interlanguage approach means, first of all, getting them used to taking this internal perspective, abandoning that which sees learning from an external point of view, that of the TL. It is a type of formative, diagnostic assessment, which is the ground for a pedagogy taking as a starting point the learner's internal processes. For any developmental process, assessment in positive terms -of what is there, and not what is missing -is much more valid and productive than assessment in negative terms. One does not describe the skills of a three-year-old by making a list of everything she cannot do (reading, driving, playing chess … ), but describing what she can do. Yet, when assessing language skills, many teachers (and even many students, when evaluating each other), automatically start (and often end) by making an inventory of what is missing, errors, partially learned rules, goals not yet reached.
The interlanguage approach also changes the didactic attitude, seeing the learner as someone who is actively and creatively 'taking' the L2 (in many Romance languages, 'learning' is expressed with a word derived from the Latin apprehendere, which is a compound containing the word prehendere 'take': e. g. Italian apprendere, Spanish aprender, French apprendre). This in turns means granting learners greater autonomy, trusting that they will be able to do much with their own resources and that their self-regulated attitude is the best guarantee for success (Andrade and Evans 2013 ). An interlanguage approach means that the teacher takes a step back and puts into practice what, once again, is repeated in many books but is rarely accomplished in class, i. e. letting learners 'take' the L2. This also implies frequent use of group work and in general of all activities promoting pupils' autonomy.
Left on their own, students can produce language structures that do not conform to L2 rules, which means they will make errors. The literature on whether and how to correct errors in language teaching is very vast and cannot be summarized here. Suffice to say that the interlanguage approach does not imply a dogmatic attitude on the matter. On the one hand, a teacher following this approach will be tolerant, as she will often be able to understand the origin of errors, which in most cases has logical and functional grounds. Many errors depend on the application of L2 rules in contexts where this has irregularities, and therefore they prove that the rule has been acquired. What remains to be learned is the idiosyncratic behavior of certain words, that has to do essentially with the lexicon, not with grammar. Other errors derive from the application of universal functional strategies optimizing the communication process, which, once more, may go against the complexity of natural languages, that sometimes appears to be completely gratuitous. Some, for example, argue that "inflectional morphology appears to be an entirely optional component of language.
[…] many languages do completely without inflectional morphology, so that the mere fact that it exists at all in some other languages is something remarkable" (Baerman et al. 2015: 3) . A learner who begins to build a system without inflectional morphology is basically building a possible and very functional linguistic system, and a teacher trained in the interlanguage approach will be able to appreciate her logic rather than despair over the amount of mistakes made. Such a teacher will thus be able to understand errors and, in doing so, will provide more targeted and effective help for the learner to avoid them. The objective of the interlanguage approach to teaching is not to have an interlanguage full of errors, but to develop an effective methodology that, among its objectives, includes that of reducing errors.
The interlanguage approach can also be applied in L1 teaching contexts and in the language education curriculum at large. Firstly, because what is called L1 teaching in many cases actually involves an L2. For many students whose L1 is a non-standard dialect or variety, learning the standard variety of the country where they were born and raised is in many ways similar to learning a new language (Siegel 2010) . But even when the school actually teaches the pupils' L1, they must in any case learn new varieties, registers, uses, "ways of meaning" (Cloran et al. 2015) , and here too they will make hypotheses and build provisional, unstable, yet regular and logical systems. Learning to write also implies the construction of a new semiotic system for organizing and expressing meanings: it implies acquiring new registers, new conventions, a technique for graphically fixing words, and above all a more organized and decontextualized way of thinking (Bereiter and Scardamalia 1987; Culp 1999) . Again, the development of these skills can be described from the learners' point of view as unstable and provisional meaning-making systems with their logic and functionality, that is, as interlanguages.
A project applying the interlanguage approach to teaching
The project Osservare l'interlingua ('Observing interlanguage') originates from a collaboration between the University of Modena and Reggio Emilia and the Municipality of Reggio Emilia, Italy, and takes place in primary and middle schools. As the name suggests, it is an educational experimentation based on a fundamental principle: good teaching practices should be based on the observation of learners, taking as much as possible their point of view. This means carrying out various training sessions in which pupils' oral and written productions are presented to teachers and analyzed in a systematic manner, as is the case with SLA interlanguage research. This implies, for instance, describing communicative competence first, that is the meanings the learner can express with her own resources, and then different aspects of linguistic competence such as phonology/spelling, vocabulary, syntax, nominal and verbal morphology, and so on. To do so, teachers receive observation schemes, even several pages long, and take note of the different levels of interlanguage analysis using colored pencils, to get an overview of each subsystem (for a first version of this methodology, now partly revised, see Pallotti 2010) . At this stage, and throughout the project, no marks are given, nor are rating scales applied such as the descriptors of the Common European Framework (Council of Europe 2001). The goal, in fact, is not to assign pupils to a level (be it B2, or 'C' or '7/10ʹ), but to understand and interpret their strategies for language learning and use. Even adjectives such as good, excellent, fair tend to turn the analysis into some form of classificatory rating rather than making it an in-depth interpretation of learning processes. The project was launched in 2006 in a school where the presence of nonnative speakers of Italian was over 70 %, and was initially addressed to them only. However, it was soon realized that effective teaching should be inclusive and encourage interaction between pupils with different skills and language backgrounds (Mastruserio Reynolds 2015) , so that the project ended up involving whole classes. In subsequent years, more schools joined in, some of which with lower proportions of non-native speakers, and a few where all pupils used Italian from birth. Activities are never differentiated between native and nonnative speakers, also because in Italy, as in many other societies nowadays, the distinction often becomes nuanced: for some pupils, Italian may have arrived chronologically after another language, but may have subsequently become the strongest one, especially in academic domains; for others, it may have developed simultaneously with another language spoken by the family; for others still, it may be the weakest language but getting stronger and so on. Rather than categorizing pupils as natives and non-natives, we prefer to describe what they can do, reconstructing their multicompetence (Cook and Wei 2016), which includes mastery of different linguistic codes, but also different ways of meaning and language uses.
On an educational level, the project aims to develop communicative competence in various areas relevant to this age group: the ability to express themselves explicitly, clearly, exhaustively, both orally and in writing. Some paths have the goal to develop several phases of the writing process, such as gathering ideas, organizing and editing the text (White and Arndt 1991). Others focus on language structures that are typically developing in children of this age, as is also noted in the preliminary analysis of pupils' productions: for example, coherence of verb tenses, use of prepositions, the expression of simultaneity. But, in addition to these skills, the project also intends to develop attitudes that have a long-lasting impact on learning, such as the active search for solutions, autonomy and self-regulation, the desire to improve, a cooperative attitude among students and a collaborative classroom climate.
The project, which has grown year after year, now involves about 17 schools, 35 teachers and many hundreds of students, with the collaboration of two municipal educationists, a part-time research assistant and some undergraduate trainees in the Primary Education university degree. The project was also replicated in other Italian cities. The didactic paths are produced annually by university researchers along with the teachers, in a participatory action research perspective. The project site (www.interlingua.comune.re.it,in Italian) contains the methodological principles, some theoretical background, a list of suggested readings, and detailed instructions on how to replicate all the didactic paths that have been developed so far (about 40). Classes carry out the experimental activities for about two hours a week, while in the remaining time they devote themselves to the ordinary curriculum provided for their age.
An example of a didactic path
At the beginning of the school year, or at the end of the previous one, pupils' productions are analyzed in order to identify areas of linguistic-communicative competence on which systematic work may be useful. In the case at hand, the focus was on the ability to narrate complex stories in which several characters carry out different courses of action, which also requires being able to properly refer to entities and events. A stimulus is then selected that makes these skills relevant, in order to determine the pupils' starting levels, both in control and experimental classes. In experimental classes, this initial stimulus also becomes the basis for a number of subsequent didactic activities. In the school year considered here, we chose a short episode of the Charlie Chaplin's silent film Modern Times, other than the one used in the European Science Foundation research project (Klein and Perdue 1992) , because its contents were not easily understood by children. The video is shown twice and pupils retell it by writing their individual texts. This is in line with many interlanguage research approaches based on the collection of written or oral production samples based on non-verbal stimuli, in order to elicit certain language structures and functions (Gass and Mackey 2007) . In other editions, a cartoon, an image story, a video produced by pupils, or short clips on school subjects, like bread production or water pollution, were presented as the initial stimulus. In these editions, the ensuing didactic activities may have been different from those reported here (although the general principles remain the same), and in any case teachers always have a large amount of autonomy in designing and carrying out activities in their specific classes.
After collecting individual productions, the class is divided into groups, discussing the points of the video where the scene changes, where they see a narrative turning point. For each sequence, each group assigns a title and reports it on a cardboard box or envelope. Eventually, these proposals are discussed by the entire class, who decides on a shared sequence of scenes with their titles. Aside from the collection of initial and final texts, all the work is done in small (2-4 pupils) or large groups (the whole class) to foster autonomy and authentic communication: several studies have shown that this "interactive instruction" produces positive effects (Genesee et al. 2006: 116-120; Storch 2013) .
The movie is projected again one or two times, stopping it at the points identified as sequence boundaries. This way, pupils can take detailed notes of what happens in those few dozen seconds. Again in groups, the notes are shared in the form of paper strips, each containing a phrase indicating a specific event or aspect to describe. The groups discuss which of these secondary information units should be retained, and whether they should be edited, and insert the final version into their envelopes or boxes.
The class then discusses the solutions proposed by the groups for each macro information unit: in practice, this means opening the envelopes or boxes of different groups, reading the strips and discussing what sub-titles should be reported in the class project, which in the end becomes rich and well articulated into sections and sub-sections. On the basis of this project, groups write their first drafts.
These texts are then glued to the center of large sheets, which are divided into four to six panels, each covering a feature to be revised: for example, content completeness and organization, paragraphing, lexical choice, punctuation, verbal tense coherence, spelling. The latter always comes last, and sometimes is deliberately not included among the aspects to be revised, to emphasize the fact that priority should go to communicative effectiveness in transmitting content rather than to formal accuracy. Following a strategy developed in formative assessment methods (Wiliam and Leahy 2015) , the group of children assigns, for each of these aspects, one to three 'stars' to praise the choices they consider to be most appropriate, or one 'wish' pointing to problematic aspects and suggesting strategies to improve them in the future. After a group has read and revised a text for one aspect, it passes it to another group that reviews it for the next one, using a different color pen. The pupils, just like teachers, learn to analyze their texts systematically, one aspect at a time, in a self-regulated focuson-form activity, which develops their linguistic and metalinguistic skills and is indeed a first sort of interlanguage analysis.
Each group eventually receives their original text commented on by the other groups and rewrites it in the light of their suggestions. The groups then submit the final products to the class, motivating the changes they made following peer feedback. It should be noted that in all these phases (initial and intermediate text outlines, first drafts), the teacher does not correct pupils' productions, who are fully responsible for the quality of their work. Finally, back in their small groups, they write a metacognitive reminder on what they did, which becomes a guide for writing good texts, with the words of the children themselves.
As a final step, individual written texts are collected on a new video stimulus (in this case, a sequence from a comedy film by Harold Lloyd), with similar but different narrative features and content, in order to compare the written production of each pupil before and after the experimental activities and to assess the transferability of skills to new contexts.
Results
In the academic year 2013/14, a relatively large-scale observation was carried out to assess the effectiveness of the project on pupils from grade 3 to 5 of Italian primary schools (ages 8 to 11). A questionnaire on attitudes and motivation was administered in 10 experimental (N = 178) and 10 control classes (N = 185). In a subset of 7 experimental (N = 103) and 7 control classes (N = 114), 1 the texts written by the pupils at the beginning and end of the school year were analyzed. In this subset, the proportion of non-native speakers was 24 % in control classes and 36 % in experimental ones. As for the questionnaire, a first version was piloted on 162 pupils and some items were removed or reformulated. The resulting final version achieved to identify some dimensions with fair to good internal consistency among items (Omega (Dunn et al. 2014 ) between 0.63 and 0.80). For some aspects, children in the experimental classes reported similar or identical scores to those in control classes, for instance as regards self-efficacy or general motivation, which was slightly higher but without achieving statistical significance. As regards group cohesion (questions like Do you help your schoolmates? Do your schoolmates help you? Do you get along well with them? Do you know them well? Do you like to work with them? interesting?). Here, the experimental classes obtained far higher scores than those of control classes (Welch t-test: t(357.12) = -3.26, p = 0.0012, 95 % CI −8.88-2.19), demonstrating that the work was well-liked and left a good disposition towards language education activities in general.
It thus appears that students in experimental classes are more motivated and united as a group. But one can wonder whether the experimentation also promoted language skills, and in particular those that were meant to be developed in that school year, that is, the ability to produce rich, cohesive and wellorganized stories. Data were collected in October and May: in the interim period, experimental classes performed the activities detailed above, while control classes followed their regular curriculum. All productions were evaluated blindly, i. e. by researchers who did not know whether they were assessing a text produced in an experimental or control class, or by a native or non-native pupil: to do this, all texts were anonymized. For space limitations, it is not possible to discuss all the measures in detail here: we will only provide a summary of the main results, which are being published in other works (Pallotti 2017; Pallotti and Borghetti In press) . Table 1 shows the values obtained at the beginning (T1) and the end (T2) of the school year by experimental and control groups, the comparison between them expressed as a 95 % confidence interval of the estimated difference between the means and the result of a Welch t-test for independent samples.
A first type of evaluation was conducted through holistic scales on overall communicative effectiveness: three were taken, with slight adaptations, from Kuiken and Vedder's (2017) work on written texts' "functional adequacy", while one, relating to coherence and textual cohesion, was taken from the Common European Framework (Council of Europe 2001). Pupils of the experimental classes achieved higher ratings than those of control classes in terms of content completeness, text comprehensibility and coherence and cohesion, with a highly significant difference on all dimensions both in the pre-and in the post-test. It should be noted that, on these and other indicators, pupils of the experimental classes had superior performance levels than those of the control classes already at the beginning of the school year. They had been taking part in the experimentation since grade 1, and after two, three or four years, their skills were already significantly more developed than those of their peers in control classes. This may be a problem from a strictly scientific point of view (but it should be borne in mind that this is a quasi-experimental study on intact classes), since experimental and control groups were not equivalent at the beginning of data collection (i. e. not at the beginning of the school year when data were collected). However, from a practical point of view, this is a very positive result, because it means that pupils following the experimental approach maintain Table 1 : Experimental and control classes at the beginning and end of school year. KV = rating scale by Kuiken and Vedder (2017) Applying the interlanguage approach their gains from one year to the next. One can confidently say that experimental classes did not come from particularly privileged socio-cultural backgrounds: they belonged to the same schools or the same areas as the control classes, and they had a higher proportion of L2 learners, which in some cases was higher than 50 %. Moreover, for most measures, the initial difference between experimental and control classes was lower in Grade 3 and higher in Grades 4 and 5, which provides further evidence that these initial differences are to be interpreted as long-term effects of the experimentation rather than as due to pupils' intrinsic endowments. Written productions were also assessed with analytic measures on the texts. Beginning with the features that are most important in terms of communicative adequacy, pupils in experimental classes wrote significantly longer texts and reported more primary and secondary idea units. They were also able to better divide the text into paragraphs, which means that on average they wrote fewer words per paragraph. This was one of the goals of the educational path, which aimed at helping children produce texts with more internal organization (in the Italian school system the paragraph does not usually receive much attention as a composition unit). Finally, the number of ambiguous referential expressions was also calculated. These are referential forms with unclear meaning, i. e. which do not allow to uniquely identify the referent: for example, Charlot arrives at the supermarket and he gives him a letter. Analysis focused on how referents were first introduced (introductions), how they were subsequently maintained (maintenances) and how they were reintroduced after some sentences referring to other entities (reintroductions). The ratio of ambiguous introductions to all introductions was higher in the experimental group at the beginning of the school year, but in the end it turned out to be lower; the difference between the two groups is, however, not statistically significant. As for ambiguous maintenances, these are always less frequent in the experimental group, with a more pronounced and significant difference at the beginning of the year, which slightly decreases in the end. Finally, ambiguous reintroductions are always less frequent in the experimental group, with a difference that over time remains similar and always significant.
As mentioned, the main objective of the project, and which the pupils were invited to pay more attention to, was communicative adequacy -the results just exposed allow us to say that it was largely achieved. Correctness was a secondary aspect, on which pupils focused essentially during the revision phase, and different areas for focus on form were selected in different classes. Data analysis has also left this aspect in the background, given our general skepticism about the very idea of defining and counting errors. Nonetheless, punctuation was a dimension of correctness which has some bearing on text organization, and which appeared in the revision activities of all experimental classes. Punctuation was always more appropriate in experimental classes than in control classes, and the difference reaches statistical significance with regard to commas and periods. With regard to the frequency of this punctuation mark (commas/100 words), it is interesting to note that children in control classes always used it less frequently than those in experimental classes. At the beginning of the school year, the difference was already clear. However, while in the following months the use of the comma remained constant in control classes, it greatly increased in experimental ones. It thus seems that pupils in control classes took a more conservative attitude: for fear of making mistakes, they rarely used the comma, and only in contexts where they felt safe. In experimental classes, on the other hand, pupils tried to experiment with this relatively new punctuation mark, using it more frequently and even more accurately. This result, too, seems consistent with the project's general approach based on the idea of interlanguage, which develops when learners formulate hypotheses and are willing to try new structures.
One final remark. A good, democratic education has among its objectives the reduction of differences among students, so that no one is left behind. To compare the amount of variance in experimental and control classes, the coefficient of variation (standard deviation/mean) was calculated for all the measures. At the end of the year, in experimental classes it was lower than in control groups in 11 dimensions out of 15. This means that the experimental classes -which, it should be recalled, contained a higher percentage of bilingual pupils -in addition to obtaining better results on average, were also more homogeneous.
Conclusions: the interlanguage approach and language education
This article has shown how the notion of interlanguage can have an impact beyond the scope for which it was originally conceived, that is, SLA research. An interlanguage approach, looking at acquisition with the learner's eyes, can lead to profound changes in teaching practices. This, however, is not so obvious. Selinker (1972: 210) wrote "claims about the internal structures and processes of the learning organism take on a very secondary character in the teaching perspective". After forty years, things do not seem to have changed much, as witnessed by Ellis and Shintani (2014: 321) : "Teachers' starting point, understandably, is not 'How do learners learn?' But rather 'How do I teach?'" These authors find this perspective "understandable", and it is in fact shared by most teachers.
Applying the interlanguage approach
The interlanguage approach to teaching presented here reverses this perspective: observing the processes of language learning and use becomes the starting ground for any didactic action. It is no coincidence that teachers initially struggle to follow it, and it often takes many work sessions and sometimes years of practice to change their ways. Yet this perspective is exactly what has long been advocated by the communicative approach to language teaching: placing the learner at the center, leaving her as autonomous as possible in using and discovering the new language, letting L2 forms be acquired and organized to express communicative functions, observing how this system of forms and functions gradually evolves (instead of constantly comparing it with target language standards) and, based on this observation, provide targeted teaching aids. It is interesting to recall that the interlanguage construct and the communicative approach emerged in the same years. Almost half a century later, both terms are widely employed, but only a few SLA researchers consistently use an interlanguage approach, and just as few teachers follow a truly communicative approach.
The didactic experience presented here shows that the impact of the interlanguage notion on didactics can go beyond second/foreign language teaching, but it can play a role in general language education. If the fecundity of a construct is measured not only by how many times it gets cited, but also on the basis of its potential to extend to new areas and open new applied and research perspectives, interlanguage is certainly an extremely productive notion. Selinker (1972: 224) probably did not imagine this kind of development when he wrote that "the 'teaching' perspective is not the perspective of this paper". If that statement was perfectly understandable, within that article and in that particular historical period, I think that, today, interlanguage analysis can and should become an essential part of the formative curriculum of any teacher in language education at large. One could begin by observing more prototypical instances of "separate linguistic systems", such as the initial-intermediate interlanguage of L2 learners, and then get to practice on other examples such as acquiring a new language variety, a particular register, or even a new "way of meaning" such as learning how to write. In all cases, one will strive to keep an internal look at language productions, trying to understand strategies and processes from the learner's point of view, instead of measuring their distance from an external norm. This is not easy, as it requires the teacher to abandon the role of a demiurge who does, conveys, mends, knows the point of arrival and the best way to get there. Yet, as a teacher participating in the project once said, "It was interlanguage the linguistic aspect whose existence I did not suppose, and which I needed".
